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Dr. Walther's Foreword for Volume XIV
of "Lehre und Webre," 1868
Translated by ALEX WM. C. GUEBERT

J. Conrad Dannhauer, the venerable theologian of Strassburg and teacher of Spener, wrote the following words a few
years before his death in 1666: "Q. Curtius expressed himself correctly when he said: 'You cannot despise any point
in an enemy with impunity; for in despising him you neglect
him and so strengthen him.• This very neglect in a former
era gave birth to the Antichrist and, while people slept,
enabled him to sow his injurious seeds. Because of indolence,
weariness, or an eye that is not sufficiently trained, the same
neglect fails to see the tricks of the syncretistic spirit which
has lifted up its head in our time and is almost dominating
present religious thought. In a short while, perhaps, the
world will be surprised to see that it in so short a time has
become syncretistic and, as a result, atheistic." 1
No one can deny that Dannhauer, the great theologian,
did not utter a mere assumption in the words quoted above,
but, enlightened by the Word of God and guided by a deep
insight into the history of the Church of all times, interpreted the signs of his era correctly. After two hundred
years we see Dannhauer's prophetic words literally fulfllled
before our eyes. The world has actually become syncretistic
and, as a result, atheistic. At the present time, besides
l In the Jut sentence Dannhauer, no doubt, alludes to the wellknown words of Jerome: "The whole world heaved a 1118h and was
IUlpl'lsed to see that It had become Arlan!stlc."
c.
(Dlcrl. adv. Luelfff, 7.)
31
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manifest unbelief, syncretism is the chief blight within baptized Christendom.=We define syncretiam as every kind of miving of rellglon.
Without a doubt it is wrong to derive the word "syncretlsm"
from cruyxsedvvuµL (I mix). Evidently it stems from Cretans
(Cretians) . Plutarch tells us that the inhabitants of Crete
were almost constantly quarreling with one another, but that
as often as they were attacked by some external enemy, they
made peace with one another and as a unit advanced
against the common enemy. "And this," Plutarch concludes,
"the Cretans designated as ayncretiam." ( Il£el q,ua&lq,.,
p. 879.) Especially since the days of Dannhauer and George
Callict the term syncretism has acquired the meaning of
mixing of religions, or of an external ecclesiastical union
without inner unity in faith, doctrine, and confession.
The manner in which our fathers defined syncretism
and evaluated it is expressed in the following words of irenic
J. W. Baier: "In the second place, the unity of the Church
is disturbed by syncretism, or the religious union of dissenting
parties in a brotherly and ecclesiastical fellowship in spite of
dissension, so that either the errors in doctrine on the part
of the dissentients or at least the erring persons themselves
are tolerated within the communion of the Church and the
latter are regarded as brethren in Christ and coheirs of eternal
life. Either class of tolerance, however, is sinful." In regard
to "persons disagreeing with each other in religion" Baier
says: This refers to "the doctrine of Christian faith and
morals; however, not exclusively those parts of Christian
doctrine are thereby understood which every man must know
if he is to retain his faith and salvation, but the whole Christian doctrine in all its parts (which either form the foundation
of faith or have a necessary connection therewith) or in all
fundamental articles, irrespective of whether their relation
to the foundation is positive and direct or, conversely, in2 We are not thinking in particular of the Papacy in this mnnectlon, although it is a festering sore within Christendom and, belnl
the center of all abominations on earth (Rev.17:5), Is &lied to the
brim with the abomination of syncretiam. What else Is the Papacy
than ll)'IICl'etism? According to Bellarmln (lib. 4. de 110& .cc:L, c:.- 10)
the unity of faith in the Papacy consists in this, that "all (Catholic)
p_eople subject their mind to the mind of one and the same npreme
~ who rules the Church from St. Peter'• Chair" (in Rome).
Everyone who bu only a meager acquaintance with the Papacy kncnn
what a Babel of diverse opinions exllltaltawithin
boundariea.
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clirec:t and negative. For agreement ls necessary in all of
them, and u long as dh•sensi"ll exists in any one of them,
there will be no true peace ln the Church. If, however, the
cUeenston arises in regard to adiapho,a or in regard to queationa which, while pertaining to faith, are subsidiary (daneben
entata.nden; lit., originated on the side), we must admit that
in spite of the existing dissension a true and God-pleasing
union can be effected. It may, however, come to pass, and
at times does, that one party imposes its ceremonies or
opinions upon the other as necessary. In that case it is
better to preserve one's Christian liberty than to strengthen
the dissenting party in its false opinion by accepting a premature peace." Baier adds this comment to the words uin
spite of dissension": "For where religious dissension between
the parties has been eliminated and a consensus in pure
doctrine has been established, unity, or agreement of the
parties, is not syncretism but true, God-pleasing Christian
unity. Sometimes, however, it occurs that men are seeking
only a so-called 'temperamentum.' in religion (a diminution
of the difference in belief and of theological antithesis) and
that of both dissenting parties each one yields somewhat in
doctrine to the other, and in other points of doctrine which
are under dispute they tolerate each other. The book Interim
of the past century manifestly bore this characteristic. But
to enter upon this kind of union which some men call
a "temperative" syncretism, although it also is justly considered sinful, is something different from that which we are
considering at present." On the words "erring persons"
Baier comments in the following manner: ..From the point
of view of syncretism these persons are indeed regarded as
weak and erring; yet they are looked upon as brethren and
as people who participate in the same divine service. In
such cases it is certain that persons who because of their
simple-mindedness and unconquerable ignorance have espoused certain errors in such a way that by the grace of
God they still retain saving faith would have to be tolerated
as weak brethren if they could be pointed out to us.3 But
1 Thia, no doubt, is the meanins of Baler's words: The true
Chriatlana In the aec:ta who Indeed are our dear brethren In faith are
unknown to ua because of the false doctrine of the church body with
which they are a&Watecl. Therefore, it la not ~ l e for ua to enter
into brotherly relations and church fellowship with them.
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here, in speaking of dissenting people, we have reference
to the public ministry and the doctrine of faith and morals
as it is publicly preached, and the Sacraments as they ue
111dministeecf, namely, in wrong fashion. In other words, the
members of such a visible [erring] body are judged in the
light of such membership and not in the light of other
characteristics they may happen to have." Finally Baler
makes this observation on the words "either class of tolerance
is sinful": "I. For such toleration of ernJT militates, in the
first place, against all those passages in tl&e Bible which command us to keep the whole Christia11 doctrine free from
falsification: 'Hold the traditions,' Thess. 2: 15; 'That good
thing that was committed unto thee keep,' i. e., whole, undiminished, unadulterated, 2 Tim. 1: 14; 'Continue thou in the
things which thou hast learned,' 2 Tim. 3: 14. Doctrine, however, is not retained in its purity when opposing falsifications are tolerated at the same time or when men permit
them to be mingled with pure doctrine. Such toleration
militates, in the second place, against the of]i.ce of 'rebuJ..-mg'
whereby false doctrines are reproved and condemned, a duty
which God has imposed upon all faithful teachers, Titus
1: 9, 13: 2 Tim. 4: 2; 3: 16. Christ in Matt. 5: 12 ff.; 16: 6 and
St. Paul in Gal. 1: 6 are outstanding examples in rebuking false
doctrine. In the third place, such toleration is very dangeroua,
because when such errors and falsifications are left unchecked, unchallenged, and uncondemned, they spread farther
and farther, make true doctrine appear doubtful and suspicious or give it the stamp of an indifferent opinion, strengthen
the erring in their errors, and open the way for deceivers
to deceive still more men. II. The toleration of erring penona
on the other hand, since it includes not only more simpleminded individuals but likewise whole organizations, and
hence the public ministry and heterodox teachers, militates
against the words of Scripture which command us to rebuke
false teachers and champions of error and to avoid them,
Rom. 16:17; 2 Cor. 6:14. 1'1; Gal. 1:8; 5:12; 2 Thess. 3:6;
1 Tim. 6: 3; Titus 3: 10." (Compend. th. posit., p. III, c.13, § 37.)
Our fathers correctly distinguished between a threefold
syncretism, i. e., an absorptive, a temperative, and a conservative syncretism. Abso,ptive syncretism obtains when
both dissenting parties surrender their distinctive differences
https://scholar.csl.edu/ctm/vol17/iss1/40
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and on the basis of articles of agreement accept a third
position; tempen&tiue syncretism exists when the dissenting
parties on both sides mutually yield some ground in some
points but tolerate each other in those points which continue
to be in dispute (this goal was aimed at in the well-lmown

Interim); conaenatiue syncretism obtains when the dissenting
parties unite in one church body in spite of the existing
dissension and declare the points of dissension to be open
queltiona among them.
In the following paragraphs we shall discuss the third
kind of syncretism, because it has a special bearing for us
Lutherans in America.
At the present time men commonly call those questions
of doctrine open questiona which a teacher may either affirm
or deny without losing his orthodox standing in the Church;
therefore, no matter how he may answer nn open question,
his fellowship relations with respect to his denomination
and its individual members (kirc1,liche, glaube-nabrUdeTliche,
collegialische Gemeinsch-a.ft) will not be affected.
There can be no doubt about the existence of "open
questions." God's Word expressly says, "Ye shall add nothing
unto the Word," Deut. 4: 2; 12: 32; cf. Prov. 30: G; Rev. 22: 18.
Whatever is not contained in, nor decided by, God's Word,
cannot be placed on a level with God's Word nor be added
thereto. This, however, would be the case if orthodoxy were
made to depend on a doctrine which is not contained in
God's Word and denial of that doctrine were to entail separation from church fellowship. Therefore, in the sense of the
term just mentioned, open questions are all those doctrines
which are not decided in the Word of God either in a positive
or negative way, or those questions which can be answered
affirmatively or negatively without affirming or denying anyaffirmatively or negatively without in one's affirmation or
denial rejecting any Scriptural truth.
According to the limits which have just been outlined,
open questions (in the first place) are all the so-called theological problems, or questions which force themselves upon
the student as he studies the Christian articles of faith, but
for which there is no solution in the Word of God. Rechenberg offers this definition for theological problems: ''Theological problems are questions which arise in almost all arPublished by Scholarly Resources from Concordia Seminary, 1946
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ticles of theology, in the thetical as well as 1n the polemical,
in the exegetical as well as in the moral. Since they do not
touch the substance of the Christian faith and of the way
of salvation revealed 1n Holy Writ, it is customary to consider without decision the pros and cons of these problems
in the lecture halls; and because they have not yet been

decided by a general consensus of the orthodox Church, no
one can be accused of heresy if he answers these questions
affirmatively or negatively. (Hierolezicon, aub tit ",,,.
blemata th.") Some of the questions which our older orthodox theologians considered as theological problems are the
following: (a) Did Mary give birth to other children besides
Christ, or did she continue to be a virgin? (b) Is the soul
transmitted to the child by the parents through natural propagation as flame from flame (per traduceni, traducianism), or
is each soul the result of a new creative act (creationism)?
(c) Will the visible world be destroyed on Judgment Day
according to its essence and substance, or only according to
its characteristics and quality? (d) In which season of the
year was the world created? (e) In which year and on
which day was Christ born? (f) What will be the size of
the bodies of those who died as children when they rise
from the dead? (g) Are there according to Gen. 1: 6 bodies
of water above the firmament ( aquae supracoeleste,) as well
as under the firmament? (h) Where is the Paradise in which
Enoch and Elijah are now? (i) On which day of creation
week were the angels created? (j) What was the sin by
which some of the angels fell away from God? Etc. These
and similar theological problems are placed under 'ROnfundamental articles of faith by some of our orthodox dogmaticians (e. r,., by Baier, Hollaz, and others). It is a grievous
mistake, however, to draw the conclusion that these dogmaticians reduce all nonfundamental articles to problems. For
although all so-called theological problems may be counted
among the aequivoce so-called nonfundamental articles, you
cannot reverse this order and consider all nonfundamentsl
articles problems. This reversal would be a mistaking of the
species for the genus.• '11ierefore, Dannbauer, who is always
4

Confualon eully arises from the fact that some of the older
deddecl
b)' Scripture amon1 the nonfundamental articles of faith. EYen the
aapclcnia lleusc:h (a follower of Wolf) wrote the followln8 In his
~ place theologlc:al problems which have not been
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An article of faith is
not every gloa, assertion, opinion, which is not clearly and
decisively expressed in Scripture, as questions concerning
the time when the world was created, whether in spring or
1n fall, . . . and other sirniJar questions on which the intellectually minded rnay exercise their powers but which they
may not prescribe to the Church as divine mysteries (sacra.menta). We find a large number of such excrescences in
scholastic theology where one rnan is milking a billy goat
while another man is holding a sieve to catch the milk."
(Hodo,oph. Phaen.. XI., p. 667.) Balduin also writes: "The
theological matters which are under dispute cannot all be
placed on the same level. Some are not points which must
be believed without a doubt, but are points open to questioning, or they do not pertain directly to an article of faith,
but only to a certain circumstance thereof. Such points
are the dispute concerning the time when the world was
created, the time when the world will be destroyed, whether
the world would be destroyed according to its substance or
in some other manner, etc. Because there is no definite
revelation in Scripture concerning these and similar questions, a decision which seems plausible to reason may be
accepted without any danger; yes, in regard to these things
we may be ignorant on a number of points without jeopardpreciae, writes the following words:

remarks on Baicr's Conipendium: "One can easily see that ,ionfundG-

mental cznlclea cannot h ave their foundation In any clear testimony of
Holy Writ. For if suc:h testimony should be assumed and yet nonfundamental articles be denied, the divinity of Holy Writ would be
l'eJ)Ucliated and the knowledge conc:cming the foundation of faith,
which can be drawn only from Holy Writ, would be shattered. Some

theologians call nonfundamentnl articles theological problems." (A,inotczt. ill Bczieri Compend., p. 52). Reusch Is In error. Baler maintains
that one may dispute pro and eon on nonfundamental articles, but his
assumption la not thnt nonfundamentnl articles have no "clear testimony in Holy Writ"; he holds that it is l)Olllible to obtnln, have, and
keep saving faith while one opposes a nonfundamental article, provided
one does 110& nczlize that the contested article rests on clear Sc:rlptural
ground; for whosoever knows that a nonfundamental article resta on
Scriptural ground and _yet contests such an article attac:b Scripture
itself, that 11, not indeed the dogmatic:, but the OTg«llic: foulldGticm, and
cannot therefore be the possessor of saving faith. In his presentation of
the doctrine concerning the articles of faith Baler is interested not
so much In showing what those articles are about whlc:b an orthodox
teacher may dispute pro and con without losing the character of
orthodoxy u In showing, following the leadenhlp of Hunnius, which
churches clllagree with us In the fundamentals and which errors are
of such a nature as to destroy saving faith and which are not nec:essarily
of suc:h a deadly c:hnrnc:ter.
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izing our Christian faith and may err here and there without being accused of heresy." (Disp. de cap. 2. ep. ad
CoL B. 1.) Together with Luther and all orthodox theoJ.oaiam
of the Reformation period, M. Chemnitz places also the question concerning the authority of the antilegomena of the New
Testament among the theological JJT'Oblems. After Chemnltz
had cited the decree of the Council of Trent on the authority
of the antilegomena of the New Testament (including the
Apocrypha of the Old Testament) and the testimony of
Eusebius and Jerome on the negative view of some people
in the early Church concerning the deuterocanonical books of
the New Testament, he wrote: "The whole dispute turns
around this question: Is it certain and beyond all doubt
that those books which are in dispute are divinely inspired
Scripture, either published or approved by the Prophets and
Apostles who possessed the respective divine authority? All
antiquity answers that on account of frequent dissent not
certainty, but doubt envelops this question. The Council
of Trent, however, threatens any one with an anathema if he
refuses to accord those books in question the same certainty
and authority as those books which have never been doubted.
Need we wonder, therefore, when certain papal parasites
advance the argument that the Pope can set up new articles
of faith since he is so bold as to fabricate a new canonical
Scripture? There can be no doubt any more as to who he
is who seats himself in the temple of God and places himself above all that is called God, 2 Thess. 2:4." (E:r11m. Concil.
Trid. P. I, loc. 1, s. 6. fol. 75.)
Nothing, then, that is undecided in God's Word can be
placed on the same level with God's Word and so be "added" to
God's Word. In like manner not only every so-called problem,
but everything that is of a problematical nature must be
classified as an "open question," :; e. g., (a) the solutions of
academic and secondary questions which admit of improve1 Rechenberg, the well-known editor of the Symbolic Boob, places
academlc and secondary questions among the problems. Be writes:
'"Theological questions are either primary, which have a bearinl
on the foundation of the Christian faith, or secondary which do
not touch the foundation of faith. Such questions (historic, ~ulcal,
critical, and almllar ones) are quite numerous In exeiretical and polemical theole>BY, and theolollans may entertain divergent oplnlonl on
them without infurinl the foundation of faith. 'l'lierefore they are
commonly called theoloafcal problems." (Hierolezteon., sub flt. Quastt.
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ment without militating
faith; against
(b) the solution of
dUlicult questions of casuistry and cases where opinions differ; •· (c) interpretations of diflicult passages of Scripture
which may not fully reproduce the true sense of the passages
in question and yet do not clash with the analogy of faith;
(d) technical terms, drawn partly from the field of philosophy,
which are used to express certain theological concepts with
greater precision, but which, since they have not been prescribed by Scripture nor necessarily flow from Scripture,
cannot be bound absolutely on any man's conscience; (e) presentations of, and proofs for, certain doctrines of faith of
which the one may be more accurate and more profound than
the other, although neither one may contradict the Word of
God; (f) in short, everything that belongs to the i:g6n:o;
n:aL3da;, or the mere method of teaching, etc....
thea!-c p. 1352.) It is self-evident that those idle questions are not under
COIWCleraUon here about which Erasmus expressed himself in the follawln1 words: "Dacdus
nesciunt11r,
quam acluntur, ridicure quaeruntur,
temere de.finiuntur' Ad l Tim.J,6), l.e., a man reveals more knowledle
when he knows that he dol!II not know the answer to idle questions
than when he pretends to know the answer. In the latter case be
makes himself ridiculous in searching (or a solution and shows lack
of sobriety in attempting to render a decision.
• In the printed Report of the Nonhem Dlatrict of the Synod of
Missouri of lost year we read: "The question whether a synod which
•~ta the principles of the Prussian Union hu the body and blood
of Christ in the Lord's Supper, was answered in the following WO)':
Where the synod is nssembled as S)'Dod and administers the Lord's
Supper, it does not have Christ's body. and blood. But if a pastor in
a local co~ation definitely teaches that Christ's body and 6lood are
present in the Lord's Supper and that Christ's body and blood are
received with the mouth by the unworthy as well u by the worthy,
that congregation has Christ's body and blood in the Lord's Supper,
even thougti the pastor may sin in other respects." The Gemeindeblact
of the Wisconsin Synod (November 15, 1887) attacks this solution of
a difficult question of euuistry as heresy. This is the characterisUe of
those who stigmatize exactness in doctrine as fanaticism. These same
persons, when they think they have discovered a weakness in doctrine
in those who ore strict, will attack it with great vehemence u a horrid
heresy like an lnquiaitor haC1"eticae pnvltcitia. Thus they make themselves guilty of that which they so vehemently condemn in those who
take a cledded stand. Similarly, a number of years ago, when a member
of our Synod accepted Luther's opinion on the deuteroeanonlcal Apocalypse u his own, a Chiliast stigmatized this acceptance publicly
as an attack on the divine canon. However, we are ready to admit
that the words cited from the report mentioned above are liable to
misinterpretation and that an orthodox teacher may answer the
respective di8lcult question of casuistry differently from the way in
whlch the report answers it.
'i' In the first part of his theological annals Loescher advises theological students t.o make a eompllaUon "of the different methods of
instruction which those theologians who agree in the fundamentals
Published by Scholarly Resources from Concordia Seminary, 1946
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Therefore J. Musaeus wrote the following words: "'l'bere
is quite a marked difference if a duaeuu arises among ~
logians over necessary doctrines of faith, on the one bud,
and over academic and seccmdt.i"I/ questions, on the otber.1
For In the second case it is possible to tolerate a dissension,
but not in the first case. When the clear, true Lutheran
doctrine of faith is attacked, contradicted, and falsified, we
are bound by virtue of our office to refute false doctrine, convict the gainsayers, stop their mouths (Titus 1: 11), and must
finally heed the words of St. Paul: 'A man that is an heretic

after the first and second admonition reject' (Titus 3: 10).
Although it is most desirable to compose differences also on
academic and secondary questions in a friendly manner and
to strive to set up a bond of perfect unity between orthodox
and pure theologians, so that, in accordance with Paul's admonition, 1 Cor. 1: 10, all may speak the same language and
in all questions be joined together perfectly in the same mind
and in the same judgment, yet in this present imperfect state
it is easier to wish for this situation than to hope to see it
realized. . . . Concerning clear and thorough ezplanation,
of necessary doctrines of faith, inteT"pretcition, of dif/icult
paBBQ.gea of Holy Writ, philosophical questions that have a certain relationship with some articles of faith and that must
be discussed in order to obtain a better understanding of the
necessary doctrines of faith" (e. 9.1 the origin of the soul),
"the best 'ID4y of refuting gainsayers and of defending the!
necessa,,, doctrines of faith. - concerning these points orthodox, sound theologians will not always be of one mind,
especially those who occupy chairs in our faculties or those
have used for this or that dogmatical, moral, pastoral, and hlerarchfcal
(pertaining to church government) point. Then examine them all
critieally, choose the best, and do not forget the false (allegedly 'men')
metho~ of tnatructton." (P. 55.) The same Loescher is ruht whm
In the Uuc:huldige Nac:hrichten. of 1717 he says: "In gene~t ~ e o ~
ltudles as well 1111 the methods of deducinJI theology have U1eU' llpidsl
character In every generation, so that the lint Rcfonnen, if they were
alive In our day, would not censure everything which might not conform
in every r_es_pect to every method of teaching used In their day, altboup
one c:ertalnly ought to follow their footsteps more cl01ely ~ )
in a number of points." (P. 163 f.) We, too, do not entertain the Idea
of ~ on the restoration of the -rowm; ffmllda; of the sixteenth
and the seventeenth centuries, although we are often accused of mcb
lnsistence.
I Quenstedt and othen eall them also quaatton•• adnatu, Nmll•
dary queatlons, because they have a certain relationship with the J'Nl
que■tions of faith. (Theol. ald.-poL I, 355.)
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who have been entrusted with other responsible positions
in the Church. They have not been appointed to present
without penonal study to their auditors or students or dictate

to them what they heard from their own professors or read
in the writings of other theologians, but to weigh everything
wry carefully and, as much as lies in their power, strive to
clarify difliculties in true scholarly fashion. . . . Consequently,
at times there will arise diaaenaionea in. modo docendi, dec:l,mindi czc defendendi doctrinam" (dissensions about the
method of presenting, explaining, and defending the doctrine
of faith) "between theologians who in other respects are
orthodox and sound. For the gifts of God differ. . . . Now,
it comes to pass that theologians who are united with one
another in the true doctrine of faith and are joined together
by the bond of unity and peace, as far as the un.itcza funda.mentalia (Gerhard) is concemed, differ in disposition, in
mental endowment, and in the depth to which they have
penetrated in Biblical knowledge. When one theologian comes
closer to the heart of a question than another in explaining
and defending the true doctrine of faith, and when one,
because all theologians are human and subject to human
weaknesses, overlooks a point and gives occasion for the
rise of dissensions among theologians, it is not proper immediately to operate with Rejectionibus and Condemna.tionibu, and tear the bond of unity asunder. . . . If someone
has secretly informed your Electoral Highness about aucli.
question, which belong "ad profectum T"eligionia" and to
continued growth in. comp,-elien.ding the Chf'iatian. nligion
and the doctrine of faith. and has suggested that we entertain
an opinion differing in this or that point from the views con- ·
fained in the Con.sensu Repetito, it may indeed be true that
we do differ in this or that point. In the days of our sainted
forefathers such dissensions existed between them and the
theologians of the Electorate of Saxony, yea, even among the
theologians of the Electorate of Saxony themselves. Yet
no one attacked the other on that account, but each one permitted the other to express his own opinion, and in other
respects they continued steadfastly side by side in harmony,
correspondence, and unity, even at the time. For example,
when the controversy de peccato origin.is" (concerning original
sin): " 'an. fonnalita aliquicl poaiti~ sit'" (whether original

Published by Scholarly Resources from Concordia Seminary, 1946

11

Concordia Theological Monthly, Vol. 17 [1946], Art. 40
!l02

WALTHER'S FOREWORD, "LEHRE UNI> WBHRB," 18

sin is something positive according to its essence), "between
the sainted Dr. Meisner of Wittenberg and Comelius Martini
of Helmstaedt had begun and Meisner had already maintained that peccatum originis fonnaliter sumtum" (original
sin considered according to its essence) "was an ens posi&ivum,
our sainted forefathers Grauer and Gerhard" (in Jena)
"taught that peccatum originis abstractive et formalitrr
sumtum" ( original sin considered apart from man in whom
it inheres and according to that which makes original sin
what it is) "is not aZiquid positivum, but tantum priuatiwm"
(only a deficiency). . . . "It is undeniably true that such
dissensions existed in time past between the theologians of
the Electorate of Saxony and the theologians of this neighborhood, yea, even among the theologians of the Electorate
of Saxony themselves, just as there may be some dissensions
among us and them now. Yet in spite of the differing opinions
the bond of unity and peace was left undisturbed among them
in all other points." (Opinion on Consensus repetitus by the
Theological Faculty at Jena. 1680. Cf. Calov's Hist. SJPLcretismi, p . 1,008 ff.)
Therefore Luther counts also this point, whether a theologian is ready to say with him that the body of Christ is
"in, with, and under" the consecrated bread among the socalled open questions. He wrote: "If the fathers and we
sometimes say: 'Christ's body is in the bread,' we do so in
order to express in simple language what our faith wants
to confess, namely, that Christ's body is present" (in the
Sacrament) . " As long as this truth is retained, we are ready
to tolerate these or similar words: 'Christ's body is in the
. bread'; 'Christ's body is the bread'; 'Christ's body is present
wherever the bread is.' We do ,iot want to contend about
words. Hou,ever, this truth must remain that in the LOTd.'1
Supper we do not eat mere bread, but the body of Christ."
(Dasz diese Worte Christi: Das ist mein Leib, noch. feate
stehen. St. L., XX: 811.)
If we speak about open questions today and should have
nothing else in mind than the so-called theological problems
and everything that may be of some problematical nature in
theology, such as agitated the minds of our old unreproachable theologians, we should be constrained to admit that
there are open questions about which we may dispute pro
and con without harming the unity of the Church. Whohttps://scholar.csl.edu/ctm/vol17/iss1/40
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ever should want to deny this truth would contradict the
Word of God and add something to it and commit the same
mi that the person commits who eliminates something from
the Word of God. But, alas, the situation is quite different!
In our day too many questions that God has clearly and
definitely decided in His Word long ago are declared to be
open questions. In the following we shall show why we must·
protest against such a declaration.
Which are the doctrinal points that at the present time
are declared to be open questions? If we should want to
enumerate all that is put into this category by many present
"believing" theologians of our former fatherland, we should
find that these modern believers have more open questions
than assured beliefs. A catalog of them would fill pages.
For the time being we shall enumerate only those points of
doctrine which have been expressly designated as open questions in our Lutheran Church in America by men who claim
to be faithful adherents of our confessional writings. Above
everything else they place among the open questions the
doctrines of the Church, the ministry, the Office of the Keys,
a future millennium, a future twofold visible coming of
Christ, a twofold resurrection of the body, Sunday, and similar
matters. The Iowa Synod is the chief representative of this
theory in America. In referring to former declarations, it
admits in its Synodical Report of 1861 that "it designated
and still designates the doctrines of the Church, the ministry,
and eschatology, on which diverse opinions have been expressed for a number of years, as open questions" (p. 15).
After this same synod in the year 1858 ha~ uuauirnnusly and
solemnly passed a resolution that it believed in chiliasm,
it published in the same way at least this declaration in its
Report; for 1864: "We consider and treat the doctrine . . .
of chiliasrn . . . as ezegetical contToveTsial questiona and as
theological pT"oblems, on which theologians may entertain
varying opinions without disturbing church fellowship." Pastor Wilhelm Loehe criticized the synod for this declaration
because he did not want to see chiliasm looked upon as a mere
theological problem. In 1866 the synod asked a number of
prominent Lutheran theologians in Germany and Russia for an
opinion on these points: whether it was right in declaring
(a) "the controversial doctrines of the ministry and eschaPublished by Scholarly Resources from Concordia Seminary, 1946
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tology as open, not Church-divisive questions"i (b) "that
a doctrine concerning the last things in which a penoaal
Antichrist . • . a millennium, is taught, is ;umfied ,aithiw, tu
Luthen1n Chun:h as long as the lines drawn in Article XVD
of the Augsburg Confession are not ignored and the excesses
of the enthusiasts are avoided" (Opinion of the Faculty at
Dorpat, p. 1). But the synod, among other things, designab!s
the chiliastic doctrines of a future twofold visible coming of
Christ and a twofold resurrection of the body as doctrines
that do not ignore that line.
It is apparent from the foregoing that not only theological
problems and points which at least are of a problematical
nature but also such doctrines are declared to be open questions as, either positively or negatively, are indisputably
decided in the Word of God; the position is taken that it is
permissible within the Lutheran Church to answer these
points either yes or no.
We can in no wise accept this theory. We reject it
decidedly because it is syncretistic, unionistic, indifferentistic,
and violates the majesty of the Word of God. We cannot
consider nor treat any doctrine that is clearly taught in God's
Word or t hat contradicts some clear Word of God as an opea
question, even though it ma.y secnn. to be Of" actually is onl21
a subonlinate doctrine or one tl&a.t ,na.y lie on the peripherr,,
far removed from the heart of the doctrine of salvation..
In the first place, however, we do not wish to maintain
that church fellowship must terminate with a member of the
Church as soon as it is evident that he is entertaining an error
which contradicts a clear Word of God. It is hardly possible
to imagine a more horrible fanaticism, definitely destroying
the unity of the Church which it seeks to maintain. The
Church has never reached a higher degree of unity in doctrine
than a fundamental unity.• Only an enthusiastic cbiliast
could entertain the hope that the Church ever can reach
a higher degree. As long as the Church lives in the ftesh,
it will be just as impossible for her to reach this high degree
as it is for her to attain perfect holiness in Christian living
and in Christian love. Luther therefore is right when he says:
11
If the saints were not subject to error in faith and truth,
• 'l'be last phrue bu been translated a180 "unity In fundamentals.'"
The German original ls fufldmnentale (EbdgJceU). - &,, Non.
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why does Sl Peter teach that they must grow in faith and
in the knowledge of Christ? 1 Pet. 2: 2. St. Paul also taught
that we should grow in Christ so that we would not, like
little children, be tossed to and fro and carried about with
every wind of doctrine, Eph. 4: 12, 14. But as faith decreases

in us, error and unbelief will increase." (St. L., XIX: 1131.)

In the second place, we do not wish to maintain that
Church has lost the true character of a Church which an
orthodox Christian may fellowship if she still harbors an
error which, while not destroying the foundation of faith,
nevertheless militates against the clear Word of God. To
admit that eve711 tTue member of the Church may err and to
deny at the same time that the en.tire tTue Church may err
is a most despicable contradiction, of which only a Papist
could be guilty. As long as a Church has not hardened
henelf in her error, that error, even though it may be of
a rather serious nature, does not necessitate a separation,
least of all if she has begun to strive for unity on the basis
of the truth. Luther's words therefore are right: "The hol11
Church sins and stumbles or even errs at times as the Lord's
Pnyer teaches, but she does not defend nor e:z:cuse herself.
She humbly prays for forgiveness and improves herself as
much as she can. Therefore she has forgiveness, and her
sin is no longer counted against her." (St. L., XIX: 1294.)
Again he says: "They (the Papists) do not distinguish between erring and continuing in error. It does not harm the
Church to err, but it is impossible for her to continue in error."
(St.L., XIX:1243.) Finally, Luther wrote: "It is true that
Christendom is holy and cannot err (for the Third Article
says: 'I believe in the holv Christian Church'). But th'is
is true in so far as it pertains to the Spirit. The Church is
entirely holy in Christ and not in herself. But in as far as
she is still in the flesh, she has sin, can err and be deceived.
For the sake of the Spirit, however, her sin and failings are
forgiven. • • • Thus all Christendom erred in the beginning
in Jerusalem when it insisted on circumcision for the heathen
ancJ cornrnaoded that the law of Moses had to be kept, otherwise there could be no salvation. This insistence was contrary to the chief doctrine on which Christianity rests, namely,
that we are saved alone through Christ and His grace without
the Law and without circumcision, a doctrine that St. Paul

a
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maintained only with great difliculty. It is not IIUlplising
that the Christian Church later on, when she was not so rich
in spirit, erred and miaed the mark at times; yet she :remained holy through forgiveness of sins, just as the Apostolic
Church." (St. L., XVI: 1410 f.)
Finally, we do not wish to maintain that there is no
difference between the members of the Church and that all
must share the same correct opinion on those points of Biblical
doctrine which do not belong to the dogmatical foundation.
It may happen that a simple Chrlstlan will deny a secondary
fundamental doctrine all his life because he cannot grasp
the correctness and the necessity of the deduction which is
involved. If it is improper to exclude such a man from tbe
communion of the Church as a heretic because he persists in
his denial or clings to an error concerning a secondary fundamental doctrine, it all the more is not right to exclude a man
because of an error in a point of doctrine which does not
belong to the fundamental articles of the Christian faith.
Kroymaye1· therefore is right when he says: uThe varying
degrees of certainty with respect to conclusions drawn from
the clear Word of God do not change the authority of tbe
divine Word, but they constitute an excuse for many weak
Christians (since they cannot all grasp these conclusions
immediately) and demand that those who are able to understand these conclusions because of deeper insight tolerate
the weak Christians."
When we deny that something else besides the so-called
theological problems and such points as are of a problematical
character may be counted among the open questions within
the Lutheran Church, and hence that there really are open
questions in the sense of modem theology, we rather merely
want to estabJ.ish these truths: (a) No error, nothing that
is contradictory to the Word of God, may be granted the right
of existence in the orthodox Church; (b) no one in the
orthodox Church has any permission to depart from the Word
of God even in the smallest point, whether he does so negatively or positively, directly or indirectly; (c) every departure
from the clear Word of God within the Lutheran Church,
even though it should consist in nothing more than denying
that BaJaam's ass spoke, demands that steps be taken to
correct such departure; (d) finally, when all instruction,
https://scholar.csl.edu/ctm/vol17/iss1/40
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admaniticm, warning, threatening, and manifested patience are

fraltlesa and ineffec:tlve and the respective person or comnmlon refuses to renounce the contradiction of the clear
Word of God, expulsion or a schism will have to follow.
It Is the Word of God whlch,compels us to cling to this
politlon, for it Is written: "Ye shall not add unto the Word
wblch I mrnrnahd. you, neither ahall v• diminiah ought f,-om it,
that ye may keep the cornrnandments of the Lord, your God,
which I comrnant1. you," Deut. 4: 2; 12: 32. "To the Le&10 and
to the Tutimcm71; if they speak not according to this Word,
it is because there is no light in them," Is. 8: 20. "And if
cm11 maa ah.all take 1110a71 from the words of the book of this
prophecy, God shall take away his part out of the Book of
IJfe and out of the Holy City and from the things which are
written in this book," Rev. 22: 19. "A little leaven. leaveneth
the whole lump," Gal. 5: 9. "The Scripture cannot be lm,Jcm,"
John 10: 35. "O fools and slow of heart to believe all that the
Prophets have spoken," Luke 24:25. "AU ScriptuT'e is given
by inspiration of God, and is FOfitable for doctrine, for T'eproof' (for refuting error), "for correction, for instruction in
rlghteoumeas, that the man of God may be perfect, throughly
furnished unto all good works," 2 Tim. 3: 16-17. Finally, Christ
the Lord utters these great words: "Verily I say unto you,
Till heaven and earth pass, one ;ot or one tittle shall in no
wise pass from the Law till all be ful6lled. Whosoever,
therefore, shall break one of these least commandments and
shall teach men so, he shall be called the least in the kingdom
of heaven; but whosoever shall do and teach them, the same
shall be called great in the kingdom of heaven," Matt. 5: 18-19.11
1 In this connection Huelsemann mnkes this observation: "li anyone (atubbomly) 1. denies even the smallest point of that which Is
revealed In Holy Writ and 2. teaches others to ac:eept such denial (both
polnta mutt be taken together), I deny that such a man Is a member
of the unlvensal Church. Now, when church organizations have such
teachen u leaders and not only agree with their teaching because they
do not know any better, but also help to propagate 111>me teachlng that
Is contndlctory to Holy Writ, I deny that theH church organizations
(a such) share the Inner communion of the ume sanctifying Spirit
with the churches of the patriarchs, Prophets, and Apostles. For
the one Spirit does not contradict Himself. Wherever a contradlc:tlon
art.es apinlt the Holy Spirit, communion with the Church :Mllltant
and Triumphant dies out accordln,r to the clear Word of our Savior,
Matt. 5:19: 'Whoever, therefore, IID8ll break one of these leut commandment. and ahall teach men so, he aball be called the least in the
ldnadom. of heaven,' that Is, in the Klnadom of Grace u well u In
theKln&dom of Glory." (Pnlelec:tt. Form. Cone., Art. XV, •· 5, I 9, 812.)

32
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Who can read these Bible passages without Wl9Jizing that
Holy Writ clearly rejects the modem theory of open quetions? If such doctrines as are clearly contained in the Word
of God may be classified as open questions, what else is this
position than an attempt to spy that one may indeed "dimlni•h"
something from the Word of God; that one need not always
follow "the Law and the Testimony"; that "a little leaven"
of false doctrine will do no harm and may therefore be
tolerated; that Scripture may be "broken" now and then;
that one need not "believe all that the Prophets have spoken";
that all Scripture is not necessary and not "profitable"; and
that it is permissible to "break" some things in Scripture?
What else is the recognition of open questions in the sense
of the new theology than a flagrant contradiction of the words
of the Holy Spirit? Again, supposing it were not possible to
find all these Bible passages which have been quoted above
and similar ones in Holy Writ, who would not be obliged to
reject that theory if he really held God's Word to be God's
Word? For if the Bible is God's Word, then all judgments
expressed therein are decisions of the great majestic God
Himself. But is it not a terrible thing to declare that what
the great God has decided is still undecided? to grant man
freedom to contradict when the great God has spoken? to
assign to any creature the right to differ when the great God
has rendered His definite verdict? to undertake to sift what
eternal Wisdom and eternal Love has revealed for the salvation of men and to say: "This you must believe, confess, and
teach; that you may reject"?-Yes, this is truly terrible!
Hear the words of the holy Apostle Paul: "But though we,
or an angel from heaven, preach any other gospel unto you
than that which we have preached unto you, let him be
accuTsed. As we have said before, so say I now again, If
any man preach any other gospel .unto you than that ye have
received, let him be accuTsed," Gal. 1: 8-9. When Isaiah begins
to p'l"OClairn to the world the Word of God that has been laid
in his mouth, he utters these words: "Hear, 0 heavens, and
give ear, 0 earth," Is.1: 2. And Habakkuk exclauns: "The
Lord is in His holy temple; let all the earth keep silence
before Him," Hab. 2: 20. Woe unto him, therefore, who does
not speak with Samuel in deep humility and willingness when
the Word of God is held before him: "Speak, Lord, for Thy
servant heareth"! 1 Sam. 3: 9.
https://scholar.csl.edu/ctm/vol17/iss1/40
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This is the material which we felt we ought to present
to our readers in the foreword of our periodical for the
c:ummt year. In these closing words we bear testimony to
the fact that nothing in the most recent theological writings,
cUscualcms, and events has changed our position. We still
uphold the principle that whatever God has clearly and
definitely decided in His holy Word dare not be accepted as
an open question in the sense of modern theology. We vow
tbat in the future too, in the editing of this journal, we shall
let ourselves be guided by this principle.
In a special article• in the next bsue we shall show how
untenable those reasons are by which men try to justify
themselves in
those portions of divine revelation
which have been presented to be open questions.

declar

• 'l'hls article is found in translation in several numbers of this
''The False Arguments for the
Modem Theory of Open Questions." - ED. NOTE.
journal for 1939 under the heading:

St. Louis, Mo.

The Author of Hebre~Ys
A Fresh Approach
By E. L. LUEKER

The mystery surrounding the origin of the Letter to the
Hebrews has led to endless speculation.1 The addresses have
been sought in Jewish congregations in Italy, in Jerusalem,
in Palestine as a whole, in Antioch, in Asia Minor, in Alexandria, or even in some unknown hamlet between the Pillars
of Hercules and Damascus. Scholars have also maintained
tbat the congregation was not a Jewish congregation at all,
but a Gentile-Jewish congregation probably located in Rome.
Farthest from the traditions of the fathers are those who hold
that the Letter was sent to a Gentile church.
Theories regarding the author are equally numerous and
can be divided into three classes: 1) those which follow the
1 It is 'UDllC!ceaary to repeat the voluminous bibliography for the
various theories. If the reader is interested in the full presentation of
1111,1 putlc:u1ar theory, he ean 8nd the blbllograpby in Jama Moffatt:
ln&roil11Ctkm to the Llten&ture of the Nev, reltafllnt. The theories
reprdlq the author have also been analyzed in a Concordia Seminary
B. D. dlaertatlon by IL H. Thies, 19'4.
•
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